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ABSTRACT
A study was conducted to determine the development of

vocational aspirations in the years three to six. Ss totaled 282
black and white three- four-, and five-year-olds, 143 males and 139
females. Vocational aspirations questions were individually
administered as part of an assessment inventory. Responses were
arranged into six categories--all adult (specific occupation, adult,
parent), older child, same child, fantasy, nonhuman, and other.
Age-related findings show that the all adult category increases
significantly with age and that, within the all adult category,
specific occupational aspirations increase markedly. During the
preschool years, the child comes to project himself into his adult
future. Sex-related findings show that, although boys and girls
equally frequently give responses classified as all adult, the
pattern of their vocational projection is different: (1) boys are
more likely to project in terms of an adult role in general, while
girls are more likely to project in terms of the specific role of
parent; (2) although boys and girls mentioned specific occupations
with equal frequency, boys perceived the range of occupations open to
them to be wider than did girls; girls' choices clustered around the
occupations of nurse and teacher; and (3) girls appeared to be more
reality-bound than boys. Race-related findings suggest that black
children are less likely to project themselves into adult statuses
and their conceptualization of adult role less frequently involves
occupational specificity. (KM)
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VEAT DO YOU WANT TO LE WEEN GriOr.; UP?

LIJ
VOCATIONAL ChOICE IN CEIIDREN ACED TELL TO SIX

1

Elizabeth P. Kirchner & Sarah I. Vondracek

The Pennsylvania State University

Over the past tuc decades theorists in occupational psychology have

placed increasing emphasis on the importance of regarding vocational

behavior as a developmental process (Cinzberg, Ginsberg, Axelrad 4 Herr:a,

1951; Eavighurst, 1964). But the view that vocational development encom-

passes the entire life span and entails progrer.sion through identifiable

stages has been accompanied by scant research on vocational behavior in

the preschool years.

This study represents an initial effort to chart the course of ex-

pressed vocational aspirations in the years three to six.

Method

Subs ects

Our Ss were 282 children in day care centers in Pennsylvania. These

centers were located in five geographical regions representing variations

in state population density. Within the day care centers, Ss were randomly

1Data for this study were obtained .1s part of the Day Care Study

Project supported by the Pennsylvania Department of Public Welfare.
The authors wish to express their gratitude to day care staff members
and administrators who facilitated data gathering and to Robert Heckard
and Paul Eowrey of The Pennsylvania State University Statistical Consulting
Service who provided data analysis consultation and management.
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s--=_LLccd to prevido a so:-.p1;_ t.tr31.fi?d Lv eni

v-re 143 an-). 139 Ei_.:,a1;--;; 66 3-y-ar-ol.':.), 142 '-f-v-E,r-cld-, 74

5-y,.:ar-olds. The n:::lerizal ii _-lane= in ale 5:onDs r,2f1-:,ts

enroll=t pat:erns. Tire were 181, :.1,ites and f)3 blE6.,; in an,:lys

involving race, however, only urban cilildrEn (73 whLte, 86 blnck) ar,

utilized becaus.- of the small number of nonurb-2,n and hence the

possible confo-_:nding of race and locale variables.

Procedure:

The vocational aspirativns questlen 1,as individually admiristered as

part of a 45-minute assessment inventory (Kirchner & Vondracek, 1972).

Ex ::ainers were operienc:d psychematricians, five white and two blek,

thrcle male and four female. A racial ^ix existed in 22 of the child-

ps;.chometrist dyads.

The vocational aspirations question begins as follo:;s:

A (boy, girl) can be all sorts of things when
(s)he grows up. What would you like to be

when you grow up?

Contingent upon a child's response, reinforcement for the child's res-

pending is given and additional responses are sought:

That's very interesting. Maybe you've thoughi:

of some other things you could be then you grow

up. What else could you be when you grow up?

R?sponse Measures

Results were analyzed in terms of number of aspirations mentioned

and category of response. Six categories of response were developed (on

which intErscorer agreement was 93 %). These categories are the followirri;:
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1. ALL;d/4!:: a cat.:;ory co.:1os.id o: th, follcin; ti.ro.-2 f,%1.-

cate;;ories 4:1,1ch e._:fina its scop.,:

a) Sneciii C_,,, , ion

b) Alu17:: nonocc--21cianal adulz s'atu3, e.g., _ a

man"

c) Parent

2. Older Child: attributes of older, biT,w.:r children, e.g.

"be a Girl Scout," "be taller."

3. Same Child: responses indicative of lack of projection into

core mature roles, e.g., "Be a boy just like I am."

4. Fantasy: fictitious characters or roles no longer extant

to any significant degree in contemporary society,

e.g., Batman, princess, cowboy.

5. Nonhuman: animal and inanimate objects, e.g., Doggie,

tiger, and "a bath tub, so I could drink lots of

water."

6. Other: responses not classifiable into the preceeding

categories erd nrt sufficiently frequent to warrant

additional categories.

Findings and Discussion

The two major findings of this study are:

1. Aspects of vocational development follow an orderly pattern

in early childhood. During the preschool years the child comes to project

himself into his adult future, to sea himself as one day an adult.

2. Even in the preschool years, significant sex and race differences

are evident in vocational behavior.
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oth-r CUB'_7 !:no::, no etc.) to the Voilitv to _ivo

a rLJ:,11:-2 :Jc th2 son or

A ::aan of 2.0 refTont-k.,i tare gi.1.%m ('D --, .83); no::.br of r..-!spoasc.;

not r:::1Lted to n,-;e, sex or race.

Table 1 shows the distribution of respons.:..s aaocg the six response

ca tesorics for Cae total sample. It can be seen that the largest per-

centage of children gave responses categorizad as All Adult., and that

within that category, tie mention of a specific occupation was most

fregu-::nt.

Age- rel.iled findings are summarizod in Table 2. It can be seen

tha. the All Adult category increases significantly with age and that

within the All Adult category, specific occupational aspirations increas-2

markedly. There ere decreases in ..m:-moan, Older Child and Same Child

responses.

These findings suggest that a ma.;or aspect of vocational development

in early childhood is projection into one's future role as an adult,

specifically an adult identified occupationally. The child in this

period is seen as coming to conceptualize himself as one day achieving

adult status and to conceptualize adults as having a particular role

characteristic, engagement in an occupation.

These findings support contentions that the young child's developing

cognitive process enable him to think of himself in a propositional man-

nar--to consider not simply who he is now but who he night become. They

are also consistent with Erikson's (1963) view that early childhood is

a period during which the child explores what type of person he might
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hor, are L.,t ri,lev.1nL Le

11!:: first stne o. ,rcnt.ional tievelc7:7:ni

5, oc onr olec3t Ss, a:: ent..-,:1,:s yer Duzin;, this

cr'lei "Identification a -.,orker," the primary task

is to w-Lih signiacant adults and to integrat2 the concept of

tori, into his eL,o Our result; sugs2st an im;:ortant pre,:ursor

al enia stase: mastery of the task of projt,erin;; oneself into the

future and conceiving of oneself as one day achieving adult status. Once

task has been 1:astared,the child nay begin the process of identi

fication with significant adult workers.

Sex comparisons are surzarized in Table 3. It can be seen that

boys and girls equally frequently give responses classified as All Adult;

they do nog; appear to differ ability to project thil-selves into the

vo,:atienal fture. The pattern of this vocational projection, however,

differs for boys and girls; boys are more likely to project in terms of

an adult role in general and girls are more likely to project in terms

of the specifj.: role of parent.

Boys and girls mentioned specific occupations with equal frequency.

We were interested in analyzing the Specific Occupation data further,

however, inasnuch as previous research with older children (Looft, 1971a;

1971b) suggests that girls learn early that certain adult statuses arc

not open to them and that boys generally perceive a wider range of avail

able occupational alternatives. A foreclosure of occupational options

r has 11,;.en postulated to occur earlier for females than for males.
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cLe r2-: t. J :-11.:1:-; :::yi the specif4c o:-.c.,:.;:dtiort, : _n'i.c.z,-: b:-

boys (Fifmre 1) nnl L. girls Ui.-:!Ire 2). Il-t,s.! plots 1,o.; vividly how

th niti,;.2 of tvail..11;le occe:;atir:n,: 1pi-Joar vith-r to boy.:; their cl.oLce.;

dr. Lore ev_!nly distributed, Eorz! "F...atterekl." The pl.,t for th, girl:.'

choioes .:1;ows clustering toard tvo occepatio-:s, nurse :Lnd te::e.1::r,

vhich are the iiost col.:-:2on choices of older girls. Cc:nparison of ti:!

uro plo'..s offers support for the noti.m of earlier forezloiure for girls,

"earlier" in this ease being the preschool yeers!

It has also been suggestec that girls are more reality bound than

boys. Our findings of more frequent Older Child responses by girl, and

more frequent Fantasy responses by boys support this notion. Girls are

more likely to think in terms of being a girl scout or going to high

school; boys are more likely to think in terms of being Batman or Santa

Claes. Here again, whether nature or nurture is at the root of these

differences, the boys' range of perceived possibilities seams less re-

strained.

It is noted that Figures 1 and 2 show instances of children, partic-

ularly girls, naming occupations traditionally associated with the opposite

sex (e.g., a girl choosing fireman, a boy choosing nurse). Further research

might explore whether these instances represent a liberalization in the

availability of occupations or cer4y indicate that these children have

not yet learned prevailing sex role occupational stereotypes.

Racial ccmparisons are summarized in Table 4. Blacks tended to give

fewer responses than whites in the All Adult category. Within this cate-

gory, blacks gave fewer Specific Occupation responses and more Adult

reeponses. Blacks also gave more responses in the Same Child and Older
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12ss :.etar in vocational dav:-1cpn.Int fro- the bt.-.1201. cf

n.it:ry of tho task of prcji:ction into th-_ vocationc.1 future. 111,:y .1ro

1=s3 project themselves into Adult statu.ws Lnd th-ir ccncel-

ization of adult role less frequently involves occupt1on.A1 spccIZ-Icicy.

These racial differences rre not rel;,tcd to paternal er-plor-ent nor prctse-ze

in the home, as there were no race related differences in th:.sse vorizbi2s

in our sample. These findings are congruent with findings of racial dis-

parity in vocational planning in older children (Anuell u hansen, 19:1).

They are also consistent with indications that black adolescents in contrzit

to whites see their occupational future as virtually pr42determined and an

involving limited, and primarily undesirable, possibilities (Hauser, 1971).

Further, blacks more frequently are admonished to avoid growing up to be

like specified adults in their social sphere. It is suzgasted that the

tranamIssion of a sense of vocational predeterminism together with an

emphasis upon models and aspects of adulthood to be avoided can serve to

inhibit young black children's vocational projections as early as the pre-

school years.

In conclusion, the preschool period can be seen as a bol.a fide

stage of vocational development; during these years the child comes to

conceptualize himself as one day 'wing an adult and having an occupation.

Moreover, it is an important stage of vocational development during which

population subgroup differences are already apparent. The sex and race

differences found in these early years su:,:;est that efforts toward achieving

equality of vocational opportunity should not neglect th-1 very young.
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